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What is Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)?

The term “corporate social responsibility” was defined by Bower as the adoption of
attitudes, postures, decisions, and values that some companies employ to value their image before
society. However, it is unclear how these values are defined, and which lines of action ensure that
ethical concepts are not compromised. '

CSR and the Tobacco Industry: an international movement

It is not uncommon to find companies that adopt voluntary standards to eliminate or reduce
the regulation of government agencies and thereby circumvent control measures. The tobacco
industry has taken this path to advance its agenda. In addition, it has used strategies to create a
respectable image as a company interested in the common good worldwide. Communication and
marketing specialists are hired to reshape the companies’ image without necessarily taking
objective changes in their internal policy.”

In the late 1990s, tobacco companies suffered a notorious defeat in U.S. courts, sealed by
an agreement known as the Tobacco Master Settlement Agreement. ° It exposed the financial
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losses of billions of dollars to the country due to tobacco product sales and showed a perverse
image of these transnational companies. To remedy this defeat, the tobacco industry began to
develop corporate social responsibility actions to change their image eventually, contain the
consumption reduction of their products and create positive impacts for companies.*

Documents stored at the University of San Francisco’ show that, in the late 1990s, British
American Tobacco (BAT) started a series of engagement meetings with its partners to orchestrate
campaigns to reposition their image as responsible companies. It even launched a website
(BATresponsibility.eu), which received the contribution of a former European Union
commissioner responsible for consumer protection and health issues from September 2006 to
January 2007. BAT continued to hold regular dialogue sessions until 2010, and the website was
discontinued in 2013. The last session theme was “CSR is about managing risks and
opportunities.”®

In the same period, BAT joined the Institute of Business Ethics, a non-profit organization
that encourages high standards of business behavior based on ethical values, to learn how to
develop policies on governance and transparency.’

Front groups or supporters have been beneficial to the tobacco industry, as illustrated by
the Alliance of Australian Retailers (AAR) case. This group launched a campaign against an
Australian bill on plain tobacco packaging in 2010. The AAR claimed to represent small retail
store owners (such as newsstands) and wanted to “get the small retailer voices heard opposing
plain packaging until it was withdrawn.” However, documents® show that this campaign was
funded by tobacco companies that paid $1,080,860 (Imperial Tobacco Australia), $2,200,000
(BAT), and $2,161,720 (Philip Morris) to AAR to counter the bill of law.

By burdening the environment, tobacco companies also get involved with entities that help
improve their image with consumers. Greenwashing,” which is nothing more than the misuse of
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current, established, broad and generic concepts to draw audiences, is one of their primary tactics.
This naturalization of certain practices'® goes against what FCTC Article 18 recommends.

These companies want to evoke the feeling that they have responsibility and zeal for their
brand by supporting noble causes such as donations to hospitals, municipalities,'’ and entities.
This can be seen, for example, in Philip Morris's internal document that reveals the company was
committed to supporting projects in three areas: arts, higher education, and projects against
hunger.'? The document shows that, since 1968, Philip Morris has been among the most generous
sponsors of the arts and has given more than $100 million to hunger-fighting projects. On its
website, it states that “more than 40 years ago, long before corporate social responsibility became
fashionable, they gave money to causes that were dear to them.” According to the company, they
have invested more than $30 million annually to support charitable causes worldwide. In 2011,
they supported 274 philanthropic projects in 58 countries. They have reached more than 3.5

million people in total."

Similarly, BAT calls itself a “corporate citizen” and says its companies have long
supported local charitable and community projects as an end in itself and not as a form of
promotion. According to them, their companies have always related well to the communities
where they operate. '*

Analyses by the University of Bath'> show that companies in the sector employ a wide
range of CSR tactics to ensure access to public authorities, influence public policymaking, disrupt
opposing political coalitions, and rebuild the company's reputation, such as voluntary self-
regulation.'®

These strategies are universal and focus on significant themes. When we pinpoint
particular pieces of the timeline, we can verify some CSR activities and other tobacco industry
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interference activities reported globally from March 12 to July 19, 2020, during the COVID-19
pandemic."”’

Table 1: Tobacco company, countries and number of interference activities reported from March
to July 2020

Tobacco company Reported Countries Number of
incidences

British American Tobacco (BAT) South Africa, USA, UK, Brazil, Kenya, Bangladesh, 61
Croatia, Mexico, Nigeria, Honduras and Russia

Philip Morris International (PMI) Brazil, Costa Rica, Greece, Turkey, Italy, Philippines, 32
Bulgaria, Ukraine, Georgia, Russia

Japan Tobacco International (JTI) | UK, Bangladesh, Turkey, Malaysia, Philippines, Russia | 26

Imperial Tobacco Russia 14
Altria Group USES 22
Korea Tobacco Ginseng Indonesia, Turkey and Russia 6
Corporation (KT&G)

Non-specific company via front United Arab Emirates, Bangladesh, Myanmar, India, 33
groups Zimbabwe, Malaysia, Australia, Lebanon, Senegal, Sri

Lanka, France

Source: Globally Reported Tobacco Industry Interference during COVID-19 Pandemic, 2020

In May 1999, during the 52nd World Health Assembly, the United Nations Member States
began negotiations on what would become a new chapter in the history of world public health: the
WHO Framework Convention on Tobacco Control (FCTC)."® It recommends that countries take
adequate measures to respond to the globalization of the smoking epidemic. The treaty recalls that
governments make a big mistake in establishing links or partnerships with companies in the
sector. There is an apparent conflict over the goals set by the treaty, such as article 5.3, which
recommends that all efforts must be undertaken to protect tobacco control measures from
commercial and other interests.

In addition, FCTC, in its guidelines, recommends that “Parties should ensure that all
branches of government and the public are informed and made aware of the true purpose and
scope of activities described as socially responsible performed by the tobacco industry” and that
“Parties should not endorse, support, form partnerships with or participate in activities of the
tobacco industry described as socially responsible” and “Parties should not allow public disclosure
by the tobacco industry or any other person acting on its behalf of activities described as socially
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responsible or of the expenditures made for these activities, except when legally required to report

on such expenditures, such as in an annual report.” '

Therefore, Parties to the FCTC should adopt strategies to hinder the creation of a favorable
environment for the tobacco industry expansion, remembering that the consumption of its products
kills 8 million people worldwide.”® Parties to the treaty have tried to implement these
recommendations. To regulate CSR activities, the European Commission attempted to set
minimum standards for companies to be considered socially responsible. But there was no
consensus on these criteria, which allows any company to present itself as socially responsible and
shows the tobacco companies’ effort to counter such initiatives.”!

CSR and the tobacco industry in Brazil

Brazil has been successful in implementing laws and regulations to reduce tobacco product
promotion. Some of them are: the Brazilian Health Regulatory Agency (ANVISA) RDC
213/2018, which regulates the exposition, sales, and distribution of tobacco products; ANVISA
RDC 195/2017, which requires the use of health warnings on tobacco product packaging; the law
that prohibits tobacco product advertising; and Law_12546/2011 and Law 9294/1996 that restricts
tobacco product use and advertising, prohibiting advertising by electronic means, including the
Internet; indirect advertising, also called merchandising; and sport and cultural event sponsorship.

As foreseen, the tobacco sector reacts with CSR initiatives to raise awareness among
authorities and the population. An example is the creation of the Instituto Crescer Legal,
established by the Interstate Union of Tobacco Industries (Sinditabaco) with the participation of
all companies operating in the country. In the same line of action, they support the Eliminating
Child Labor in Tobacco Growing Foundation (ECLT) but do not even report how many children
work in tobacco growing or what actions have been developed by the institute to reduce child
labor in tobacco crops.”*?*

Through Philip Morris Brazil, PM International reports participation in initiatives to
protect the environment, with the justification that civil society has become increasingly
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demanding about the sustainability of its products.”* It also develops environmental protection
projects to mask tobacco's harmful effects on the environment.”*® Another emblematic example
is the project “Verde é Vida” ["Green is Life"], created by the Tobacco Growers’ Association of
Brazil (Afubra) to develop socio-environmental education projects in schools in more than 200
municipalities in Rio Grande do Sul, Santa Catarina, and Parana.

The tobacco sector also partners with municipal government departments, such as the
Municipal Department of Education of Duque de Caxias (RJ), through the NGO Besouro Agéncia
de Fomento Social. This NGO develops a program called “Decola Jovem,” created by the Instituto
Souza Cruz to encourage entrepreneurship among young people in social vulnerability as an
alternative to work and income generation.?’

CSR in times of Covid-19 pandemic

The tobacco industry has taken advantage of the Covid-19 epidemic to carry out various
CSR activities. Among them is the promotion of pseudoscience,” casting doubt on scientific
data,” offering money and resources to states and municipalities, or directly to universities and
research centers. Its objective is to promote its products with the slogan of “low toxicity” or “risk
reduction” as an attempt to obstruct regulations.

The adoption of philanthropic measures is a powerful®® and valuable tool to make up the
image of companies and brands and to open doors to influence decision-makers.”’ Despite
advances in international control policies, the tobacco industry always finds ways to circumvent
regulations, either through the polarization of society or through “false philanthropy.”
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As previously demonstrated, during the Covid-19 epidemic, tobacco companies donated
money, supplies,”>>> food packs for the Department of Education,’® and equipment for Covid
diagnosis®>®*’ for governments and hospitals®®’ in the country's tobacco growing and other
regions.”” A highlight for Afubra, which forged a curious partnership with the Brazilian Internal
Revenue Office and the University of Santa Cruz do Sul (UNISC) for the transformation of 5,470
liters of smuggled beverages into 2,000 liters of hand sanitizer to be used in the Covid control.”!
This unusual partnership compromises efforts that have been undertaken for more than two
decades to reduce the tobacco industry interference in the public sector.

Conclusion
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Being fully aware that their products cause illness and death to their consumers, tobacco
companies adopt CSR to improve their image with governments and the population. They aim to
get social respectability, positively reinforcing their image. These tactics are formulated according
to the current political and social scenario, such as the current pandemic that devastates the world.

When many countries have been overwhelmed by Covid-19, these companies have not
measured efforts to be at the center of where political decisions are made. They want to be
protagonists in the development of a vaccine, create empathy with communities, in short, develop
actions highly favorable to them. Thus, they put their products’ lethal image away from
themselves and reinforce the argument that they can contribute to society as they are legally
established companies. However, these companies’ philanthropic behavior is only for their
benefit. They only intend to distract consumers from the harm they cause by producing and
distributing their products. Therefore, it is increasingly urgent that leaders, tobacco control
advocates, researchers, health professionals, and students understand the destructive nature of this
type of company and redouble efforts to contain their expansion.

We must continue to blame the tobacco industry for the large number of deaths its products
cause each year and fight to control the manufacturing, marketing, and sales of its addictive
products. It is also important to warn that its consumers may die and its products continue to harm
society and the planet. The industry should be held responsible for its direct actions and CSR
activities, which focus on protecting it from issues the industry is responsible for, such as
environmental degradation. The industry should also be responsible for activities as partnerships
in areas where its products work against, such as COVID-19, a disease with a worse prognosis
among smokers. Then, it will be possible to mitigate the continuous damage that the industry and
its CSR strategy have been causing, once this is undoubtedly among the most destructive acts of
duplicity in the sector. As a result, environmental advocates should put the tobacco industry at the
top of their list of most damaging sectors. If everyone unites to reveal the actual environmental
damage that the industry perpetuates and pressure legislators for changes, better regulations can be
implemented. Similarly, government sectors, especially the health sector, should not accept the
tobacco industry's support in facing the COVID-19 pandemic. The apparent “contribution” from
the industry, even when small, enhances the image of those whose product works against the
pandemic.
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